The Mighty Handful and the Development of the Russian Sound by Faust, Avery
Elizabethtown College 
JayScholar 
Fine and Performing Arts: Student Scholarship 
& Creative Works Fine and Performing Arts 
Spring 2021 
The Mighty Handful and the Development of the Russian Sound 
Avery Faust 
Elizabethtown College, fausta1@etown.edu 
Follow this and additional works at: https://jayscholar.etown.edu/fapastu 
 Part of the Music Commons 
Recommended Citation 
Faust, Avery, "The Mighty Handful and the Development of the Russian Sound" (2021). Fine and 
Performing Arts: Student Scholarship & Creative Works. 2. 
https://jayscholar.etown.edu/fapastu/2 
This Student Research Paper is brought to you for free and open access by the Fine and Performing Arts at 
JayScholar. It has been accepted for inclusion in Fine and Performing Arts: Student Scholarship & Creative Works 
















Mu 495 Seminar in Musicology 
Dr. Bomberger 
November 6, 2020 
  
  1 
 The Moguchaya kuchka, or the mighty handful, was a group of Russian composers who 
sought to develop a Russian national style. The five composers, Balakirev, Cui, Mussorgsky, 
Rimsky-Korsakov, and Borodin, came together as a group in the mid-nineteenth century. 
Balakirev was the leader of the group, and he taught them about different styles of music that 
they all would explore. This music came from the Russian philosophies at the time and was a 
reaction against Western Aesthetics. Through the different influences of prior composers, the 
mighty handful used various musical techniques to create music with a distinctly Russian sound.  
 The leader of the group, Mily Balakirev, lived from 1837 to 1910. His formal education 
began in 1847 at the Aleksandrovsky Institute in his hometown of Nizhniy Novgorod. He went 
on to study mathematics at the University of Kazan′. Musically, his education began with his 
mother. In the summers, he would take piano lessons from Aleksandr Dubuque in Moscow. His 
first surviving musical composition is from when he was fifteen.1 In 1855, “The 18-year-old 
Mily Balakirev, already a piano virtuoso, amateur conductor, and budding composer, first met 
Mikhail Glinka around Christmas.”2 Glinka would become one of the most notable influences on 
Balakirev’s later compositions as well as the rest of the mighty handful. Glinka began to teach 
Balakirev composition by handing him Spanish themes to use in a composition and Balakirev 
also taught Glinka’s niece piano.3 Piano lessons and composition lessons from Glinka became 
Balakirev’s only formal music education. 
 In the late 1850s and early 1860s, Balakirev brought the group of composers he had been 
meeting together. They became known as “Balakirev’s circle” and later named the Moguchaya 
 
1 Stuart Campbell, “Balakirev, Mily Alekseyevich,” in Grove Music Online (Oxford University Press, 2001-), 
accessed Sep. 16, 2020. 
2 Kirill Zikanov, “Structural Discord in Balakirev’s Overtures on National Themes,” Music & Letters vol. 99, no. 4 
(2018): 551. 
3 Campbell, “Balakirev,” in Grove Music Online. 
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kuchka (mighty handful) by Stasov, another Russian composer.4 The group had very little formal 
education in composition, and through Glinka, Balakirev became their teacher. As Marina 
Frolova-Walker described, “Balakirev’s musical vocabulary ‘was considered common Kuchka 
property’, and he ‘gave away not only his time and creative energy, but his entire compositional 
style.’”5 Balakirev used the compositional styles Glinka had taught him as well as influence from 
European composers to teach the rest of the group, and they began to work on a Russian national 
style. 
 Curiously, one of the developers of the Russian style, was not Russian by blood, but by 
culture. Caesar Cui, who lived from 1835 to 1918, was from Vilnius, which is now part of 
Lithuania, but at the time was part of the Russian Empire. His parents were of French and 
Lithuanian descent. He had some early harmony and counterpoint lessons from Moniuszko. A 
few months later, he was accepted into the Engineering School at St. Petersburg and in 1855 
studied at the Academy of Military Engineering. In 1879, he was appointed a professor at that 
school. He did not compose as much as the other members of the group due to his engagements 
with his students, and instead became a music critic. Cui became part of the group while 
studying at the academy; he “entered into the musical life of St Petersburg in 1856, when he met 
Balakirev… and subsequently became friendly with all the members of The Five.”6 While he 
was not as focused on his compositions, his criticisms helped the group find the Russian sound 
they were looking for. 
 Modest Mussorgsky was born to a wealthy family and lived from 1839 to 1881. He began 
his music education with his mother who taught him the rules of composition at the age of six. 
 
4 Campbell, “Balakirev,” in Grove Music Online. 
5 Zikanov, “Structural Discord,” 552. 
6 Geoffrey Norris and Neff Lyle, “Cui, César,” in Grove Music Online (Oxford University Press, 2001-), accessed 
Sep. 16, 2020. 
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Later, he began taking composition lessons from Balakirev. These lessons consisted of their 
playing and analyzing (in piano duet arrangements) all Beethoven’s symphonies, plus 
compositions by Schubert, Schumann, Berlioz, Liszt, Glinka, and Dargomïzhsky, as well as 
some Bach, Handel, Haydn, and Mozart.”7 In 1852, he entered the Cadet School for the Guard to 
train for a military career. In 1863, he was assigned to the Central Engineering Authority and a 
little more than a year later he was appointed assistant chief of the authority’s barracks division.8 
It was around this time that he met the rest of the group through Balakirev and Mussorgsky 
began writing more compositions. 
 Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov, who lived from 1844 to 1908, was born into a family with 
strong naval traditions. It comes as no surprise that he graduated from the College of Naval 
Cadets in St. Petersburg in 1862. His piano teacher, Théodore Canille, introduced Rimsky-
Korsakov to Balakirev. Balakirev than assigned him the task of writing a symphony while at sea. 
He did not finish that symphony as he lost interest at sea, but became part of the mighty handful 
when he returned and learned more compositional techniques from Balakirev.9 
 Alexander Borodin lived from 1833 to 1887. He started his musical career with flute 
lessons from a soldier in the band. He also took piano lessons with a German musician named 
Pormann. As a teenager, he began experimenting with fireworks and how they worked. This led 
to a passion in chemistry, a “passion for science that rivalled – indeed, ultimately exceeded – his 
passion for music.”10 In 1850, he began studying at St. Petersburg’s Medical-Surgical Academy. 
He later became a professor there; and helped defend women’s rights to study medicine and 
 
7 Robert Oldani, “Musorgsky [Mussorgsky; Moussorgsky], Modest Petrovich," in Grove Music Online (Oxford 
University Press, 2001-), accessed Sep. 16, 2020. 
8 Oldani, “Musorgsky,” in Grove Music Online. 
9 Marina Frolova-Walker, "Rimsky-Korsakov family," in Grove Music Online (Oxford University Press, 2001-), 
accessed Sep. 16, 2020.  
10 Robert Oldani, “Borodin, Aleksandr Porfir′yevich,” in Grove Music Online (Oxford University Press, 2001-), 
accessed Sep. 16, 2020. 
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other related fields. Helping his students as well as advocating for women’s rights in science 
related fields took time away from composing. This may have caused Borodin to reuse sections 
of previous compositions, especially from works that had never been performed, to finish other 
works. In 1862, he met Balakirev and joined the group.11 He was the last member to be 
introduced to the group.  
 The group worked together for many years in developing a Russian sound, but the group 
was not perfect. They did not always get along or agree about how they should write music. 
Some of them even had a slight change in philosophy later in their careers. Mussorgsky was the 
first to start drifting “away from his earlier musical friends, Cui and Rimsky-Korsakov, because 
of Cui’s hostile review of Boris and Rimsky’s self-imposed immersion in technical studies, 
which Mussorgsky viewed suspiciously as a retreat from the ideals they once had shared.”12 
Mussorgsky remained close to Borodin and Rimsky-Korsakov. Balakirev knew that “Borodin 
was leading them (Mussorgsky and Rimsky-Korsakov) away from him. Balakirev had lost 
ground as a conductor, and he was tired of struggling to make ends meet both for the Free School 
and himself.”13 As time went on, Balakirev realized he had little personal relationship with Cui, 
Mussorgsky was becoming musically incompatible, Borodin grew busy as a professor, and 
Rimsky-Korsakov had been absent.14 The group stopped meeting in the late 1860’s, though their 
legacy of Russian national music continued on to the next generation.  
 To achieve the musical effects they wanted, the mighty handful studied other composers 
works to copy what they liked and incorporate it in their developing Russian style. Glinka was 
 
11 Oldani, “Borodin,” in Grove Music Online. 
12  Oldani, “Musorgsky,” in Grove Music Online. 
13 Eliezer Witztum and Vladmir Lerner, “Creativity, Loss, and Character. Balakirev: The Man Who Had at One 
Time All of Music in His Hands, But…,” Creativity Research Journal vol. 20, no. 3 (2008): 322. 
14 David Brown, “Mussorgsky: His Life and Works,” (USA: Oxford University Press, 2002), 43. 
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the most influential composer they studied. Glinka used folk tunes in his compositions and 
encouraged Balakirev to do the same. He incorporated folk tunes in his works by using “motivic 
fragmentation, contrapuntal combination, and a structure exploiting key relationships which also 
manages to draw on aspects typical of folk usage, such as ostinato, pedal, and harmonic practices 
foreign to most 19th-century art music.”15 Glinka’s opera was the source of Rimsky-Korsakov’s 
lighter orchestral textures and the idea of using diatonic harmonies to represent humans and 
chromatic harmonies to represent the supernatural elements of an opera.16 The mighty handful 
felt that they were continuing Glinka’s legacy by working to make a Russian nationalistic style. 
 Another major source of inspiration and influence for the mighty handful was Berlioz. 
The group admired the French composers orchestration. Studying Berlioz’s manuscripts 
“provided Balakirev with a better understanding of how to handle individual instruments and 
orchestral masses, gave him a richer palette with which to decorate individual variations, and 
allowed him to achieve more striking contrasts when juxtaposing adjacent variations.”17 They 
also studied his unique approach to form and how that affected his works.  
 Liszt, a Hungarian composer, was also a source of influence. Balakirev admired Liszt’s 
tone poems and the structure of his music, which accounts for the introduction of symphonic 
poems, also called as musical pictures, as a Russian style.18 Rimsky-Korsakov credited Liszt 
with the invention of the octatonic scale, which he said that they “‘subsequently played an 
important part in many of my compositions.’”19 These traits of Liszt’s music can also be found in 
works by the other members of the mighty handful. 
 
15 Campbell, “Balakirev,” in New Grove Online. 
16 Frolova-Walker, “Rimsky-Korsakov,” in New Grove Online. 
17 Zikanov, “Structural Discord,” 584. 
18 Campbell, “Balakirev,” in New Grove Online. 
19 Richard Taruskin, “Catching up with Rimsky-Korsakov,” Music Theory Spectrum vol. 33, no. 2 (2011): 174. 
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 Wagner, a German composer, was another source of inspiration for the mighty handful,  
especially for Rimsky-Korsakov. Rimsky-Korsakov primarily studied his scores and looked for 
how he used the instruments to create certain effects and harmonies. He also used leitmotivs 
throughout his operas, such as Mlada20, however, “The lessened reliance on leitmotivs has been 
noted before, and is usually cited as evidence of dissatisfaction from Wagnerian methods.”21 
Overtime, Rimsky-Korsakov used his methods less, although as a group they did continue to 
make use of leitmotivs.  
 Dargomïzhsky, a contemporary Russian composer, was another source of inspiration for 
the group. He believed in meaningful declamation in recitative as part of the philosophical 
realism movement. He also believed that comedy was an essential part of Russian opera.22 In 
addition to being a musical influence, Dargomïzhsky also introduced members of the five to each 
other. In around 1857, “Mussorgsky was introduced to Dargomïzhsky, already an established 
composer, and soon he began to appear at musical evenings in Dargomïzhsky’s home. The 
following autumn Dargomïzhsky introduced him to Cui, another young military officer who 
dabbled in composition and had studied briefly with Moniuszko as a teenager.”23 Although he 
was a slightly older contemporary, Dargomïzhsky had a lasting impact on the group. 
 The Polish composer, Chopin, was also a major source of inspiration. In Balakirev’s 
Piano Concerto in F-Sharp Minor, the “long line of nocturnes, scherzos, mazurkas, waltzes and 
kindred pieces, evoking a mood or derived from a dance, continue to recall the Polish composer, 
often with a comparable charm and grace, though on occasion without his sense of a satisfactory 
 
20 Oldani, “Musorgsky,” in Grove Music Online. 
21 Richard Taruskin, “Mussorgsky ‘vs. Mussorgsky:’ the Versions of ‘Boris Godunov,’” 19th Century Music vol. 8, 
no. 3 (1985): 262. 
22 Marina Frolova-Walker, “A Ukranian Tune in Medeival France: Perceptions of Nationalism and Local Color in 
Russian Opera,” 19th Century Music vol. 35, no. 2 (2011): 120. 
23 Oldani, “Musorgsky,” in Grove Music Online. 
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formal scheme, especially in later compositions where the spark of musical inspiration can seem 
weaker,” can be heard. 24 In the concerto, Balakirev also uses the idea of the soloist being 
prioritized over the orchestra. The mighty handful imitated Chopin’s textures, musical idioms, 
and the dance-like meters. Balakirev became well acquainted with Chopin’s scores as part of his 
music education as he studied the orchestral score to learn more about the structure, harmonies, 
and voice leading.25 Chopin was one of Balakirev’s biggest influences, and that influence carried 
on to the rest of the mighty handful.  
 Beethoven and Schumann, both German composers, were also very influential on the 
music of the mighty handful. From Beethoven they learned how to repeat a short motive to give 
the music a static like quality, however it is used a little differently. The static quality comes 
from “the obsessive reiteration of a short motivic cell is characteristic of the symphonic style of 
Beethoven…, the difference in Balakirev and in Russian music generally is that the motif used is 
not so pliable.”26 They took Beethoven’s idea of a motive and did not change it to give the music 
less sense of time passing. Schumann was also a major influence based on his style. Borodin 
once said, “Mussorgsky started to talk enthusiastically about Schumann’s symphonies, but, at 
that time, they were totally unknown to me.”27 Mussorgsky imitated the style and continued to 
experiment with harmonies based off of Schumann’s work. 
 Some influences on Russian music were political. The topics any composer chose for 
operas and other works could not use any member of the royal family. While the might handful 
were not happy with the censor, they worked around it by using other characters to describe what 
 
24 Campbell, “Balakirev,” in New Grove Online. 
25 Jeremy Norris, “The Russian Piano Concerto,” (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,1994), 58. 
26 Taylor Benedict, “Temporality in 19th century Russian Music and the Notion of Development,” Music & Letters 
vol. 94, no. 1 (2013): 97. 
27 A. Orlova, Véronique Zaytzeff, and Frederick Morrison, Mussorgsky Remembered, (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1991), 29. 
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the royal family was doing.28 They also tended to choose stories from Russian and other 
mythologies and folk tales to set to music. 
 The mighty handful used many different musical techniques to create a Russian sound. 
Broadly, they change the feeling of time, utilized principles of the realism movement, varied the 
structure of the piece, varied the textures and instrumentation, and used different modalities and 
harmonies. These elements, when used together, became what is known as the Russian 
nationalistic sound. 
 To change the feeling of time passing in the music, they used different meters and gave 
the music a static quality. Often times, the mighty handful would switch between different 
simple meters. It causes “Its phrases [to] vary in length, and it is given rhythmic suppleness by 
shifting frequently from 3/4 to 2/4 metre.”29 This gives the music a steady beat, but the illusion 
of more time. The group often used asymmetrical meters to give the music an uneven effect. 
Rimsky-Korsakov often used “melodies in various irregular meters (5/4, 7/4, 11/4)… These 
meters occur in association with rhythmically homogeneous melodies which have occasional 
internal accentual supports.”30 This was an idea that came from Glinka’s work, as Glinka also 
often used asymmetrical meters, especially when using folk songs in his works. He would also 
use an even stream of notes in asymmetrical meters, such as in ‘Gde nasha roza,’ to create 
various effects.31 The group also used additive meters in unique ways, such as “Instead of the 
normal trochaic grouping of 3+3+3 one finds the variant 2+2+2+3; the dactylic ending is a 
characteristic Russian rhythmic pattern. During the further motific development of the theme, the 
 
28 Andrew Wachtel, Intersections and Transpositions: Russian Music, Literature, and Society, (Evanston, III: 
Northwestern University Press, 1998), 79.  
29 Oldani, “Borodin,” in Grove Music Online. 
30 Nina Afonina, “Evolution of Meter in Russian Music of the Nineteenth and the Beginning of the Twentieth 
Century,” Dutch Journal of Music Theory vol. 3, (May, 1998):113. 
31 Gerald Abraham, Essays on Russian and East European Music (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985), 12.  
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‘straightening’ of its rhythm causes metric modulation.”32 These rhythmic shifts would change 
the sense of temporality in the music. 
 The group would also use repetitive sections and motives to create a static quality of the 
music. Unlike Beethoven, the composers would not develop the themes so that the music felt like 
it had a forward trajectory. Instead, they would often use the themes repetitively without much 
change to create the illusion that time was standing still while the music was playing. Even when 
there was development, using the same motives still masks one’s sense of time.33 Rimsky-
Korsakov uses this extensively in his vocal music. As Philip Bullock said in an article about 
Rimsky-Korsakov’s vocal music: 
Aware that music unfolds in time, and that poems demand to be read according to 
the logical progression of their layout, but that at the same time the natural world 
exists beyond the temporal boundaries imposed both by our own human nature 
and by the dictates of literary and musical form, the composer came up with a 
series of musical techniques for undoing the perception of temporality in song, 
and giving instead the impression of a sense of timeless space. He achieves all of 
this partly through the insistent presence of images of landscapes and the natural 
world in many of the texts that he sets, but also by his predilection for musical 
techniques that achieve stasis and give the impression of non- progression. The 
latter include an inclination to non-functional modal harmonies, the use of pedal 
points and drones, and the presence of recitative-like vocal lines, often based on 
 
32 Afonina, “Evolution of Meter,” 111. 
33 Taylor, “Temporality in 19th century,” 97-98. 
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recurrent melodic and rhythmic patterns that are not so much developed as simply 
repeated.34 
Rimsky-Korsakov uses the literal interpretation of the poem to compose. Most of his vocal 
pieces describe landscapes so they have this static quality. He also uses other harmonic 
functions, such as the pedal points, to help the obscure the sense of passing time. 
 The philosophy of realism is intentionally depicting subject matter as naturally as 
possible. This was a movement in all forms of art and had a large impact on the Russian 
nationalists. The mighty handful mimicked all aspects of music, including the natural flow of 
human speech. Mussorgsky wrote two very different versions of an opera called Boris Godunov, 
one of the versions took this principle to heart and in the other he changed it. In the original 
version “the title character strictly according to kuchkist-realist principles of song-speech, 
Mussorgsky had in fact diminished him vis-à-vis the literary prototype.”35 When he rewrote the 
libretto, he also rewrote the music so that it was not as declamatory as it was when Mussorgsky 
was strictly following realist ideals. Changing the libretto was also a change in realist ideals as 
“Russian musical realism in the nineteenth century have tended to emphasize music’s 
connections to literature, whether in the form of operatic adaptations of plays and prose 
works,”36 By changing Pushkin’s original libretto and the declamation style of the vocal line, 
Mussorgsky changed two realist principles that were commonly shown in music. The group also 
considered the use of folk songs in their works as realism as “virtually unretouched folk song, 
speech-mimicking recitative, and mimetic orchestral effect—was the very epitome of realist 
 
34 Philip Bullock, “Lyric and Landscape in Rimsky-Korsakov’s Songs,” 19th Century Music vol. 40, no. 3 (2017): 
232. 
35 Taruskin, “Mussorgsky ‘vs. Mussorgsky,’” 251. 
36 Bullock, “Lyric and Landscape,” 223. 
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ideals as then conceived by the reform-minded composers of the New Russian School.”37 By not 
changing the folk songs, the composers were representing the real music of the people of Russia. 
It was also believed that realism was a commentary on life. As Chernïshevsky’s main philosophy 
was that “art cannot exist for its own sake, but must educate and uplift mankind, and reveal 
‘artistic truth’.”38 The use of realism in music was meant to show what was actually happening to 
the people.  
 The other aesthetic idea for the group was a reaction against the Western aesthetic. 
Benedict Taylor claimed: 
that the alleged lack of development in much nineteenth-century Russian music 
may often not only be deliberate but may also contribute to an aesthetic state that 
goes against the linear, teleological notions of temporality conventionally 
associated with the Austro- German symphonic tradition; and that such uses of 
musical time may instead suggest a mode of temporal being, stasis, or 
timelessness, that reveals an affinity with certain aspects of contemporary Russian 
thought.39 
This connects back to realism as the group chose thematic materials that were real portrayals  of 
Russia and Russian history. It also shows that the idea of temporal stasis is a common theme 
among the arts at the time. Later analysis of the following generations work came to a similar 
conclusion: “the Russian national style had its roots in a rejection of Germanic form.”40 These 
aesthetic and realist ideals led to Rimsky-Korsakov’s first opera being a serious, historical 
 
37 Richard Taruskin, “Crowd, Mob, and Nation in Boris Godunov: What did Mussorgsky Think, and Does it 
Matter?” Journal of Musicology vol. 28, no. 2 (2011): 152. 
38 Oldani, “Musorgsky,” in Grove Music Online. 
39 Taylor, “Temporality in 19th century,” 116. 
40 Bullock, “Lyric and Landscape,” 237. 
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drama41 and that almost all Russian operas from this time are accurate portrayals of “Russia and 
its imperial possessions.”42 These themes also show the nationalistic intention of the composers 
and the connection between different aesthetic ideas of the time.  
 The most common structure in Russian nationalist music is a modified sonata form. The 
major difference was an innovation from Balakirev, which was a “slow introduction and coda 
frame, functioning as a sort of metaphorical parentheses around the enclosed sonata structure.”43 
Within the sonata structure, the group commonly use programmatic music as an extension of the 
realism movement. The Glinka variation tradition is also common, although also frequently 
makes appearances in single movement works.44 In works not trying to create a static feeling, 
they sometimes use a thematic transformation to create a forward moving trajectory, which is 
different from the Western aesthetic.45 The modified structure creates a slight change in what 
was normal practice and pivoted towards a slightly different sounding structure.  
 The two main textures that the mighty handful used were polyphonic and lighter textures. 
The polyphonic textures were the product of combining or overlapping different themes to create 
different harmonies. As was said about Borodin, “He particularly likes to base the movement of 
the harmony on brief chromatic phrases. He also has a great liking for contrapuntal elaboration, 
for combining themes.”46 The themes do not develop further, they are pushed together in a way 
that they coexist and create various colorful effects and can also have the illusion of stretching 
time through how the two themes are vertically overlayed.47 In choral pieces, they often had the 
 
41 Richard Taruskin, On Russian Music (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2009), 167. 
42 Rutger Helmers, Not Russian Enough? Nationalism and Cosmopolitan in Nineteenth-Century Russian Opera 
(Rochester, NY: University of Rochester Press, 2015), 51. 
43 Zikanov, “Structural Discord,” 565. 
44 Taylor, “Temporality in 19th century,” 93. 
45 Zikanov, “Structural Discord,” 601. 
46 Stuart Campbell, Russians on Russian Music, 1880-1917: An Anthology (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University 
Press, 2003) 93.  
47 Taylor, “Temporality in 19th century,” 91. 
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voice parts trade which voice part had the melody. The effect was that “The passage of the chant 
from one voice to another is the product of inventive polyphonic techniques and counterpoint.”48 
The thick contrapuntal texture with overlayed melody and passing the melody between different 
registers is one of the Russian textures. 
 A lighter, thinner texture is an aspect of Glinka’s orchestration that the mighty handful 
used. The “bright, transparent hues”49 that Glinka used helped to bring soloists out over top of 
the orchestra and also gave a warmth and sonority to the sound produced. Rimsky-Korsakov 
used that thin orchestration in combination with:  
…’leitmotivic’ timbres, such as the solo violin for Hannah, the ingenue … the 
combination of piano and harp to represent the hero Levko’s bandura, the buffo 
idiom of the village head, the sentimental romance style of the love duet, the 
polonaise rhythms in the act 2 trio, the whole-tone harmonies at moments of 
supernatural horror, the score is a loving homage to the earlier master, particularly 
direct in the somewhat archaic but telling use of natural brass.50 
The thin texture allows the leitmotivs to be heard better over the orchestration. Both textures 
have different purposes and uses, but both have become part of the Russian national sound. 
 The instrumentation the nationalists chose had two purposes: to create a color or to create 
an effect. The different colors created were a reflection of the mood of the piece, so the 
instruments and colors varied. In the operas, the color was overall described as “childlike in 
many other respects than its love for bright primary orchestral colours and its pure sensuous 
 
48 Jeffery Wall, “The Influence of Znamenny Liturgical Chant on the Nineteenth-Century,” Choral Journal vol. 50, 
no. 3 (2009): 25.  
49 Oldani, “Musorgsky,” in Grove Music Online. 
50 Taruskin, On Russian Music.169. 
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delight in sound for sound’s sake”51 In large orchestral works, the music was scored differently, 
and often for “clarinet or English horn… and a drumlike accompanimental figure; the 
counterpart to that languorous vein is the ecstatic one, marked by a perpetuum mobile at a very 
fast tempo, with rapid melodic contours over not so rapid harmonic change with immensely 
colourful instrumentation.”52 Sometimes, the color could also reflect aspects of realism, as 
Taruskin wrote: 
Also related to podgoloski is the way the little horn and clarinet phrases in the 
seventh and eighth measures foreshadow in diminution the motion of the 
“harmonizing” violin line, as shown by the brackets in the example. Add to that 
the instrumental color, which seems an imitation of such peasant wind 
instruments as the rozhok (shepherd’s horn) or the svirel’ (pan-pipes), and one has 
a measure of Balakirev’s unprecedentedly open-eared approach to the tonality and 
the sonority of Russian folksong.53 
In that setting of the folk songs, the color was representative of the people of Russia and the 
sounds they would frequently hear.  
 The instrumentation could also be used for an effect. The previous example does overlap 
into this category. The use of pan-pipes and the shepherd’s horn also creates the effect of the 
people represented in the folk songs.54 The instrumentation could also have the effect of 
portraying the East. Typically, the composer would write chromatic harmonized solo lines for 
the English horn that would rise above the other instruments to create the feeling of the “exotic” 
 
51 Gerald Abraham, Studies in Russian music; Critical essays on the most important of Rimsky-Korsakov's operas, 
Borodin's Prince Igor, Dargomizhky's Stone guest, etc., with chapters on Glinka, Mussorgsky, Balakirev and 
Tchaikovsky (Freeport, NY: Books for Libraries Press, 1968), 9. 
52 Campbell, “Balakirev,” in Grove Music Online. 
53 Richard Taruskin, “How the Acorn Took Root: A Tale of Russia,” 19th Century Music vol. 6, no. 3 (1983): 200-
202. 
54 Taruskin, “How the Acorn,” 200-202. 
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East.55 The typical Russian effect, as Taruskin calls it, involves “The sustained dominant pedal in 
the high violins persists… for some 90 measures, finally giving way to a texture of sustained 
winds over rapid pizzicato strings… It was so widely copied thereafter as to become a veritable 
style russe cliché.”56 The effect of this instrumentation was only observable after it became the 
Russian style cliché, however, after the first few times it was used, it does invoke patriotic 
feelings. This effect became part of the definition of the Russian style with how Taruskin 
describes it. The instrumentation was chosen deliberately to create different effects and colors. 
 One of the more distinct differences in Russian nationalist music is the use of folk songs 
in larger works. Glinka heavily influenced this aspect with his own Symphony on Two Russian 
Themes. The mighty handful continued the tradition finding that “Russian music is at all times 
highly personal and lyrical. While drawing to a small extent on existing folk melodies, it is 
chiefly modeled on the idiom of the contemporary sentimental urban romance, in which the 
Russian folk melos had been put through an Italianate refinery.”57 Balakirev had collected 
various folk songs from various regions and notated them as closely as he could to the original 
melodies he heard.58 The mighty handful used the melodies, often as written, in their own works. 
How the group harmonized the music was very different from the traditional Western 
harmonizations. They typically used  “harmonic settings of such melodies [that] move easily 
between the minor and relative major, a detail that gives a characteristic colouration to much 
Russian music ‘in folk style.’”59 This harmonization of the folk melodies is at the heart of what 
 
55 Oldani, “Borodin,” in Grove Music Online. 
56 Taruskin, “How the Acorn,” 208. 
57 Richard Taruskin, Defining Russia musically: historical and hermeneutical essays (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press,1997) 29. 
58Campbell, “Balakirev,” in New Grove Online. 
59 Oldani, “Musorgsky,” in Grove Music Online. 
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makes the Russian sound. They incorporated these ideas into all of their works, even beyond the 
folk songs.  
 They also used folk music from other regions of the world, but not as frequently. 
Balakirev started his composition lessons from Glinka by working with Spanish themes. This 
was also continuing in Glinka’s legacy as “In …Glinka’s second opera, local color broke out 
from the grip of the drama and established itself luxuriously and self-indulgently, with Glinka 
attempting Finnish and Oriental varieties, together with what was to be heard as pagan Slav 
color.”60 Glinka worked towards merging different nationalities music to create new colors and 
effects for the audience. The mighty handful tried to continue this legacy. They listened and 
studied the music of Chopin and were very fascinated by Polish music. They incorporated the 
“dance genres in triple meter (polonaise, mazurka) or highly syncopated duple (krakowiak)” in 
their own works, but did not necessarily use Polish folk music.61 Balakirev had discovered Czech 
themes that he later wrote into an overture as well.62 While the use of other nations folk music 
was not as widely used, they did incorporate elements of other nationalities style of music.  
 Finally, the different harmonies and tonalities the mighty handful used to make the 
Russian sound truly gave it the distinct quality that makes it sound Russian. They often used the 
modes, especially the Dorian mode, to harmonize melodies. Balakirev called it the “Russian 
minor,” which is  “what we would call the Dorian mode-that is to say, D minor without a B-flat 
or C sharp; the setting contains no accidentals.”63 The mixolydian mode was the next most 
common mode, with the rest not being used as often. Using a modal harmony requires the 
 
60 Frolova-Walker, “A Ukranian Tune,” 121. 
61 Taruskin, Defining Russia musically 29. 
62Zikanov, “Structural Discord,” 592. 
63 Edward Garden, “Russian Folksong and Balakirev’s 1866 Collection,” Soundings vol. 11, (1983): 53. 
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composer to de-emphasize the dominant, even at cadence points.64 Typically, they would write 
plagal cadences when using modal harmony to avoid the use of the dominant.65 The modal scales 
combined with the avoidance of the dominant became very common among the mighty handful, 
especially when using folk songs as the source material.  
 The mighty handful also used what has become known as the “Russian submediant” to 
blur the tonic. They would emphasize “the sixth degree as an adjunct harmonic factor to the tonic 
triad, and by promoting the submediant as an alternative tonal focus to the tonic function, even 
by merging the relative major and minor into a single superkey with two tonics.”66  This de-
emphasizes the tonic and creates both a major and a minor feel throughout the piece. They 
typically would also avoid using the sixth scale degree in the bass and instead emphasizing the 
tonic in the bass to further blur what the tonic is. They would also raise the fifth scale degree 
when approaching the sixth scale degree to further emphasize that note, which makes the bass 
sound like an inverted chord rather than the tonic.67 In the Russian national style, the mighty 
handful worked to confuse the tonic by using the modes and emphasizing the submediant.  
 Rimsky-Korsakov spent time developing a way to modulate to distant keys, but still 
retain a Russian sound. He proposed that you could modulate through what he called “hexatonic 
chords” which consisted of two augmented triads built on each other. By using augmented triads, 
it would be easier to modulate to keys further away, and it would sound very different than 
Western methods. To modulate like this, Rimsky-Korsakov had two rules:  
Rule no. 1: the use of false progressions requires complete smoothness in voice 
leading; the more common tones that remain in place, the more the false 
 
64 Garden, “Russian Folksong,” 55-56. 
65 Taruskin, “How the Acorn,” 202. 
66 Devoto, “The Russian Submediant,” 48. 
67  Devoto, “The Russian Submediant,” 64-65. 
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progression will sound soft and beautiful. Rule no. 2: How closely or distantly 
related the remote keys are to one another definitely influences the softness and 
beauty of the false progressions.68 
The result was a soft modulation to almost any key depending on the augmented triads that were 
used. Rimsky-Korsakov was the only member of the mighty handful to use this technique, 
however later Russian composers further developed this concept in their music.  
 The mighty handful did use other scales in their music that gave a Russian flair. The 
pentatonic scale was very common among the Russian folk songs. Many of the melodies that the 
group used in other works also contains the pentatonic scale.69 The octatonic scale was also 
widely used in Russian national music. It may have been popular because of “how it interacts 
with seven-note music by embellishing dominant-seventh and diminished-seventh harmonies, 
and why it became so popular in the nineteenth century because of its supreme flexibility.”70 
This scale could be used to include more harmonies that would create an interesting sound within 
the modal and emphasized submediant harmonies. The chromatic scale was also widely used, 
especially in the bass line. The use of “Descending chromatisms comprise its principal 
morpheme of eroticism.”71 The chromatic scale within the other harmonies creates a beauty 
within the sound that has become associated with the Russian sound. All of these scales, when 
used in combination with the harmony, make a typical Russian nationalist harmonization.  
 The mighty handful experimented in many different ways to come up with the distinct 
Russian sound that is known today. The influential composers the group studied along with the 
 
68 Philip Ewell, “On Rimsky-Korsakov’s False (Hexatonic) Progressions Outside the Limits of a Tonality,” Music 
Theory Spectrum vol. 42, no. 1 (2020):124. 
69 Devoto, “The Russian Submediant,” 53. 
70 Philip Ewell, “On Rimsky-Korsakov’s False (Hexatonic) Progressions Outside the Limits of a Tonality,” Music 
Theory Spectrum vol. 42, no. 1 (2020):126. 
71 Marina Ritzarev, “Richard Taruskin – Knight of Russian Music,” European Legacy vol. 3, no. 6 (1998): 65. 
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various musical techniques they made the national style that they wanted to create. The mighty 
handful succeeded in their goal to make a sound different from Western norms. The group taught 
the next generation of Russian composers who continued to experiment and develop their own 
sound. 
  
  20 
Bibliography 
Abraham, Gerald. Essays on Russian and East European Music. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985. 
Abraham, Gerald. Studies in Russian Music; Critical Essays on the Most Important of Rimsky-
Korsakov’s Operas, Borodin’s Prince Igor, Dargomizhky’s Stone Guest, Etc., with 
Chapters on Glinka, Mussorgsky, Balakirev and Tchaikovsky. Freeport, N.Y: Books for 
Libraries Press, 1968. 
Afonina, Nina. “Evolution of Meter in Russian Music of the Nineteenth Century and the 
Beginning of the Twentieth Century.” Dutch Journal of Music Theory 3, (May 1998): 
104–17.  
Brown, David. Musorgsky His Life and Works. Oxford University Press, USA, 2010. 
Bullock, Philip Ross. “From the Shores of a Distant Homeland: Russian Song 
Recorded.” Nineteenth Century Music Review 9, no. 2 (2012): 353–61.  
Bullock, Philip R. “Lyric and Landscape in Rimsky-Korsakov’s Songs.” 19th Century Music 40, 
no.3 (2017): 223–38.  
Campbell, James Stuart. Russians on Russian Music, 1880-1917 an Anthology. Cambridge, 
U.K. ;: Cambridge University Press, 2003. 
Campbell, Stuart. "Balakirev, Mily Alekseyevich." Grove Music Online. 2001; Accessed 16 Sep. 
2020.  
DeVoto, Mark. “The Russian Submediant in the Nineteenth Century.” Current Musicology 59 
(Fall, 1995): 48.  
Ewell, Philip. “On Rimsky-Korsakov’s False (Hexatonic) Progressions Outside the Limits of a 
Tonality.” Music Theory Spectrum 42, no. 1 (2020): 122–42.  
  21 
Frolova-Walker, Marina, Mark Humphreys, Lyle Neff, Rita McAllister, Iosif Genrikhovich 
Rayskin, and Detlef Gojowy. "Rimsky-Korsakov family." Grove Music 
Online. 2001; Accessed 16 Sep. 2020.  
Frolova-Walker, Marina. “A Ukrainian Tune in Medieval France: Perceptions of Nationalism 
and Local Color in Russian Opera.” 19th Century Music 35, no. 2 (2011): 115–31. 
Garden, Edward. "Five, the." Grove Music Online. 2001; Accessed 5 Oct. 2020.  
Garden, Edward. “The Influence of Balakirev on Tchaikovsky.” Royal Musical Association 
Proceedings 107 (1980): 86–100.  
Garden, Edward.  “Russian Folksong and Balakirev’s 1866 Collection.” Soundings, 11 (1983): 
52–59. 
Helmers, Rutger. Not Russian Enough? Nationalism and Cosmopolitanism in Nineteenth-
Century Russian Opera. Rochester, NY: University of Rochester Press, 2015. 
Klein, Jason. “Mussorgsky’s ‘Pictures at an Exhibition:’ A Comparative Analysis of Several 
Orchestrations.” Dissertation Abstracts International Section A: Humanities & Social 
Sciences 41 (August, 1980): 454.  
Nikita Mamedov. “The Premonitory Point and the Real Apex in Rimsky Korsakov’s Op. 4 No. 1 
Romance.” Musicology & Cultural Science 20, no. 2 (2019): 62–69. 
Norris, Geoffrey, and Lyle Neff. "Cui, César." Grove Music Online. 2001; Accessed 16 Sep. 
2020.  
Norris, Jeremy. The Russian Piano Concerto. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1994. 
Oldani, Robert W. "Borodin, Aleksandr Porfir′yevich." Grove Music Online. 2001; Accessed 16 
Sep. 2020.  
  22 
Oldani, Robert W. "Musorgsky [Mussorgsky; Moussorgsky], Modest Petrovich." Grove Music 
Online. 2001; Accessed 16 Sep. 2020.  
Orlova, A. A., Véronique Zaytzeff, and Frederick Morrison. Musorgsky Remembered. 
Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1991. 
Ritzarev, Marina. “Richard Taruskin--Knight of Russian Music.” European Legacy 3, no. 6 
(1998): 65.  
Taruskin, Richard. “Musorgsky ‘vs’ Musorgsky: The Versions of ‘Boris Godunov.’” 19th 
Century Music 8, no. 3 (1985): 245–72. 
Taruskin, Richard.  “Glinka’s Ambiguous Legacy and the Birth Pangs of Russian Opera.” 19th 
Century Music 1, no. 2 (1977): 142–62.  
Taruskin, Richard.  “How the Acorn Took Root: A Tale of Russia.” 19th Century Music 6, no. 3 
(1983): 189–212.  
Taruskin, Richard.  “Catching Up with Rimsky-Korsakov.” Music Theory Spectrum 33, no. 2 
(2011): 169–85. 
Taruskin, Richard.  “Crowd, Mob, and Nation in Boris Godunov: What Did Musorgsky Think, 
and Does It Matter?” Journal of Musicology 28, no. 2 (2011): 143–65. 
Taruskin, Richard. Defining Russia Musically : Historical and Hermeneutical Essays. Princeton, 
N.J: Princeton University Press, 1997. 
Taruskin, Richard. On Russian Music. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press,, 2009. 
Taruskin, Richard. Russian Music at Home and Abroad: New Essays. Russian music at home 
and abroad. 1st ed. Berkeley: University of California Press, 2016. 
Taylor, Benedict. “Temporality in Nineteenth-Century Russian Music and the Notion of 
Development.” Music & Letters 94, no. 1 (2013): 78–118.  
  23 
Wachtel, Andrew. Intersections and Transpositions : Russian Music, Literature, and Society. 
Evanston, Ill: Northwestern University Press, 1998. 
Wall, Jeffery B. “The Influence of Znamenny Liturgical Chant on the Nineteenth-
Century.” Choral Journal 50, no. 3 (2009): 20–32.  
Witztum, Eliezer, and Vladimir Lerner. “Creativity, Loss, and Character. Balakirev: The Man 
Who Had at One Time All of Music in His Hands, But..” Creativity Research Journal 20, 
no. 3 (2008): 319–27.  
Zikanov, Kirill. “Structural Discord in Balakirev’s Overtures on National Themes.” Music & 
Letters 99, no. 4 (2018): 551–603. 
 
